Lt-Cdr W. M. Bisset*
In 1975 Mr H. C. Willis suggested to the present writer that the SA Navy should mount a bronze plaque similar to those commissioned by the Simon's Town Historical Society and displayed on certain historical buildings in the town at Lower North Battery to make people more aware of its long and fascinating history. Although a number of the Simon's Town Port Record Books have been traced, that for Lower North Battery still cannot be found and important gaps in our knowledge of the battery's history remain. Until these can be filled it is felt that it would be unwise to mount the plaque. Nonetheless, some valuable information has been traced and it is important that this should be placed on record.
The predecessor of Lower North Battery, Zoutman Battery, was built on the orders of Commissioner-General A. J. Sluysken in 1793 by Captain Louis Michel Thibault who complained that he was ordered to do so 'always according to niggardly plans and with economy'.' The battery was armed with four 24-pounder guns. On 1 July 1795 the Dutch garrison at Simon's Town spiked their guns and withdrew to Muizenberg. Fortunately for the British Forces the guns were 'very imperfectly' spiked.
2 After the Dutch surrender, Major-General J. H. Craig immediately set about improving the defences of the Cape, however the Dutch armament of the North Battery, as the battery now became known, was not changed. On the morning of 5 March 1861 a committee of officers assembled at Simon's Town to 'bring forward a project for the defence of the Cape Peninsula'. The committee recommended that the North Battery be 'entirely reconstructed' and issued with six 32-pounders.
According to Appendix No 2 of this report the existing armament of the battery was six 8-pounders. 1O
In 1867 the Cape Town and Simon's Town defences were armed with 92 smooth bore guns. 11 In the Annual Report of the Board of Ordnance for 1867 the works at Simon's Town
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were described as being in 'bad condition and quite unfit to resist the projectiles at present in use'. The batteries were fully armed with 19 pieces of smooth bore ordnance in serviceable condition. Twenty four smooth bore guns were held in reserve by the Store Department. The report states that there were no 6-pounder Armstrong guns at Simon's Town and that the artillery force was inadequate.
The Report for the following year describes the fortifications of the Cape as 'insufficient for defence in the present state of artillery science'. The North Battery, Simon's Town is listed as one of the two batteries which were not 'fully armed'. There were 31 smooth-bore guns at Simon's Town manned by an inadequate force of gunners. Regulations stipulated that 'each rifled gun should be provided with 100 rounds of ammunition ready made up for immediate use with a proportion of filled shells' and at the North Battery this had been done. Because of insufficient magazine accommodation or cartridge and shell stores which were insecure this had not been done elsewhere in the District.
A further important weakness which applied to all the Simon's Town batteries mentioned by Colonel Stewart was that they were 'commanded from the hills in rear which are accessible to landing parties from the opposite coast'. In 1885-1886 the battery was extensively rebuilt and re-armed with rifled guns. 14 In In 1928 the only Dockyard Police outstation was at Lower North Battery. Here one constable would perform guard duty for a month at a time. Since no transport to the battery was provided, three days time off in lieu of travelling were granted. 2o Colonel D. E. Peddle most kindly provided some notes concerning the battery. Early in 1939 there were two coast artillery searchlights in the battery which were used in conjunction with the two QF 6-inch guns at Middle North Battery. In about November 1939 a Quick Firing 4.7 -inch gun was mounted and two Quick Firing 12-pounder 12 cwt guns were added later on. (The British 12-pounder was used to counter a light close defence threat from 1894 to 1957).
However an official return of the present and proposed allotment of coast defence guns and defence electric lights dated 16 Although the battery has been rebuilt and disarmed from time to time, it has the distinction of being the oldest fortification in South Africa which is still armed.
